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Vernacular Architecture
and the Preservation of Local Cultural Identity
John C. Larson
One indication of the evolution of the preservation movement is the increased attention paid to gas stations, bungalows and humble
farm houses, often termed "vernacular" resources. To those more accustomed to the idea of preserving sites linked to great
American heros and events, this shift may seem bewildering. Here, Larson describes the forces which have broadened the field's
focus and presents aframework with which communities can understand and work with the resources that strengthen their individual
cultural identity.
Introduction
The proposed site for the Rowan County landfill
meets strong opposition from local preservation
organizations because it threatens the unoccupied mid
19th-century Mingus farmstead; the local historic
properties commission of Winston-Salem vigorously
defends five two-story commercial buildings built in the
1900s that stand on the proposed site of a new multi-million
dollar transportation center; a state-wide preservation
group steps in and obtains the option to save an abandoned
1909 peanut mill in Edenton. These are but three of
hundreds of similar occurrences across the state of North
Carolina in which preservationists are rallying behind
seemingly nondescript and non-historical buildings with a
fervor that used to be reserved for homes of presidents and
other American heroes. When queried as to the value of
these buildings, mevitably the term "vernacular style"
appears in the justification that is given for the structure's
preservation. People who have long considered themselves
sympathetic to historic preservation often come away from
such an encounter quite bewildered.
The examples above force an examination of a
number of questions. What has happened in the historic
preservation movement to generate so much interest in mill
housing, industrial buildings, 1930s bungalow
neighborhoods, tobacco barns and other such ordinary
buildings? What has happened in architectural
appreciation that even the most unadorned structure is now
studied so intensely? What is meant by the term
"vernacular architecture?" And, finally, why should it be
considered in planning the development of communities?
Changing Attitudes
It was but a few years ago that architectural study
and appreciation was pretty straightforward. Prized
buildings were easily recognizable - they were either very
old, such as the works of ancient civilizations, or
monumental triumphs of engineering or design talents.
Obvious examples of buildings meeting these criteria range
from pyramids to cathedrals and on to modern skyscrapers.
European, Mediterranean and Far Eastern civilizations
hold claim to the oldest and grandest architecture created
by man. American architecture in the early years could not,
and in many ways still cannot, compete as an equal in this
arena. The United States had not the age, the economic
j
base nor the social temperament to do more than emulate
and modify the full-blown styles of Europe. America,
however, would develop an architectural appreciation at the
popular level based on a different set of standards,
encompassing historical and artistic factors.
Historic Factors
Although America's early architecture wa§ less
grsmd in scale and less ornate than her international
prototypes in the nineteenth century, it nonetheless became
a symbol of the American democratic system, the nation's
aspu-ations and its way of Ufe. In 1856, Ann Pamela
Cunningham, a determined woman from Charleston, South
Carolina, launched the movement to preserve architecture
of national historic significance in America with her
campaign to save Mount Vernon. In so doing, she created
a new way of appreciating the architecture in this country.
The criterion for saving Mount Vernon was not its age,
grand scale or quaUty of artistic achievement. Rather, it
was the building's historical association with a great
American hero, George Washington, that gave it value.
With this movement, the appreciation of architecture
became more locally relevant even when the emphasis was
history at the national level. The homes of the early
presidents, sites of major battles or the locations of
important national events were the ones considered most
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worthy of preservation efforts. In those communities that
lacked the home of an American hero, the people looked
for a site that had been visited by one. The emphasis was
on the single building and a strong association with an
individual of national significance. For most of these sites,
the method of preserving the building was by converting it
into a museum or shrine. Over the years, this philosophy
of preservation has become deeply implanted in the
American mind and architectural preservation for many
remains singularly linked to places of great men and great
national events.
Another 70 years would pass before the emphasis
on preserving the homes of our national heroes would
begin to shift. In the 1920s, work began on an expanded
edition of this significance-by-association theme. The
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, with strong financial
backing from John D. Rockefeller, Jr., would carry this
preservation philosophy to its logical limits. There the
focus was not on a single building or site, but on the entire
town and not exclusively on the single hero, but on a whole
cast of players. Initially, Williamsburg's significance was
tied to a national historic perspective, but the scope of its
interpretation was broadened to encompass the whole
celebration of America's movement from colonial status to
a free and democratic nation. To accomplish this charge,
the great men of history again took front stage but
increasingly the "extras" of the cast began to come into their
own. These common folk - the blacksmith, the cooper, the
slave, and the mid-wife - became increasingly important
elements needed to complete the complex picture of early
American life. Their day-to-day life style, including the
buildings they occupied, were an essential part of this
broader study. Herein He the seeds of interest in
vernacular architecture.
During the years that followed, dozens of projects
were launched which were modeled after Williamsburg.
Old Sturbridge Village, Old Salem, Historic Deerfield and
the various Shaker settlements are but a few of the many
such museum villages. Often they attempted to replicate
the historical associative themes found at Williamsburg. If
no actual celebrated personages and events were present at
a particular site, the general themes of democracy and the
moral values of the early American life experiences were
highlighted, again within the national context. Out of this
movement, however, continued to grow the increased focus
on the lifestyle and architecture of the common folk. This
attention to the cultural mainstream would gradually shift
some of the field's emphasis away from famous men and
Ordinary working places, such as these buildings on Fifth Street in Winston-Salem, have often been overlooked by thepreservation movement.
Yet, these are the very types ofbuildings that hold the key to understanding the past lifestyle ofthe majority ofpeople in a community.
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events at the national level down to the local level.
In the 1960s, the federal government, and
subsequently state and local governments, began to make a
major commitment to historic preservation. Through
various pieces of legislation, several types of economic
incentives were established, a variety of regulations and
safeguards were enacted, and programs were initiated to
identify historic structures and sites. These laws reflected
an increased shift in attitude of architectural appreciation
away from the historic shrines. The new awareness was
based on a blending of respect for earlier styles and
craftsmanship, a greater appreciation of local history and
the recognition that there was a real economic investment
in older structures that could and should be capitalized
upon today. Driven in part by the rehabiUtation tax
incentives, preservationists paid new attention to buildings
that had previously been ignored because they lacked the
aura of direct national historic significance. Victorian,
bungalow and mill village neighborhoods would spring back
to life as people discovered the livability of older buildings.
To a large degree, these activities moved historic
preservation out from the museums and onto the main
streets and neighborhoods all across America.
Artistic Factors
As preservation moved into the 1970s, the reuse of
older buildings became an increasingly vital thread woven
into the cultural fabric of towns. These efforts created a
unique sense of place for individual communities.
Architecture became a visual statement - in a sense,
outdoor advertising - of what makes one place different
from another and special to the folks who live there. Much
of the focus during this period was on the best and brightest
artistically - the purest, the most ornate, or the last
surviving example.
If a problem has arisen from this entrance of
preservation into the economic mainstream, it is that
historical reality has often been obscured in the quest for
an aesthetic ideal. The value of a building has been based
more on its appearance than on any statement it might
make about the local history of a place. This emphasis on
"the look" of a building to gage its potential contribution to
the community has seriously skewed the perception of what
is appropriate to be preserved. Artistic biases have been
put into place. Like fashion, certain standards of
acceptable appearance come into vogue that have no
foundation in the local experience of individual
communities. The result is a reduction in the value of any
local architecture that does not fit neatly into the mold.
Thus some buildings have been "fixed up" or "gentrified" to
satisfy this artistic dictate beyond the point of honest
historical treatment. This beautification may be required
in part for old buildings to compete in the economic
market, but it has confused artistic trends with historical
reality. With this "beautiful is better" attitude, it is not
surprising to find disdain among some of those who
consider themselves preservationists when the banner is
raised to protect ordinary or plain architecture. This
ordinary architecture is of course the ubiquitous
"vernacular."
In the past decade, an increasingly subtle and
sophisticated appreciation of the built environment has
evolved out of this growing awareness of the value of local
history. It is a history that is illustrated by vernacular
architectural styles. Architecture, then, is more than a
pretty face; Uke other historical documents, it has much to
tell us about the past.
This Shell Gas Station, listed on the National Register for Historic Places, is
an icon of a specific place and time. The best window for viewing the
everyday life ofthepast is through its everyday architecture.
The Vernacular in North Carolina
North Carolina is an architecturally unique state.
When driving through the state, it is difficult to believe that
it is the nation's 10th largest in population. Where are all
these people? The fact is that North Carolina is a state of
small towns and cities. Since only five cities have a
population exceeding 100,000, no single urban center has
dominated the state architecturally. Consequently,
numerous towns of roughly equivalent size have developed
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their own identities. Many of the buildings and main
streets of these towns share a common style or feeling, yet
remain distinctively different. It is obvious that they are all
speaking with the same architectural vocabulary, yet the
arrangement of the words and the accents are different.
North CaroHna is a state of vernacular buildings: buildings
individually significant at the local level and collectively
important to the identity of the state. It is this rich
variation that makes the North Carolina cultural landscape
so unique. Because no town dominates the state, towns
across North Carolina can take equal pride in their home-
grown architectural accomplishments. Thus, when the
question of preservation arises, it is essential that the
significance of the building be understood in its local
to be the best location. Although the 1850s farm had been
highlighted in a recently pubUshed inventory of significant
North Carolina architecture, the site, with its unpainted and
unoccupied building, seemed to have insufficient historical
or artistic value to warrant any special preservation effort.
A landfill on the site was a higher prioirity than the value of
retaining such a common place. To the County
Commissioners, the farm simply was not significant enough
to merit a place in the preservation plan of a county that
had built a national reputation for its historic preservation
activities.
The Mingus Farm provides an excellent example
of aesthetic bias, seen through the popular perception of
the rural landscape of the ante-bellum South. For years,
the moonlight and magnolia mythology has perpetuated an
image of the white columned mansion at the end of a long
avenue of stately oaks. A row of slave dwellings stands a
discreet distance from the house. It is a difficult image for
North Carolinians to live up to, for in most places it simply
did not exist. What did exist in great abundance were the
small farmsteads, like the Mingus Farm in Rowan County,
that were optimistically called plantations by their owners.
This historical reality has been obscured. It has been
romanticized for a variety of reasons by fostering the
fantasy that something noble and glorious was lost in the
South after the Civil War.
Perhaps, however, there is an equally noble story
to be told in the true history of agriculture and the agrarian
traditions of the state. It is a culture that is now under
tremendous pressure. How is it to be properly understood
if Tara is the prototype image? In 1987, the Mingus Farm
was placed on the National Register of Historic Places by
the Department of the Interior. Although litigation
concerning the landfill continues, it now appears that the
site is ineligible for use as a landfill based on its historical
significance.
Fifth Street, Winston-Salem
To fully comprehend tlte influence of agriculture on the mind of the Soutit,
the ante-bellum farmstead must be put into proper perspective. The full
range ofexamplesfrom that agrarian experience need to be preserved.
context. Although it may have some state-wide or even
national appeal, ultimately it is the local significance that is
the most fundamental.
Mingus Farm, Rowan County
By returning to the three examples that were cited
at the outset, much can be gleaned on the character and
value of vernacular architecture. When Rowan County
needed a landfill, the 195-acre Mingus Farm tract seemed
The same type of aesthetic bias is evident in the case
of five commercial buildings in Winston-Salem that were
designated for demolition in order to provide space for the
city's proposed transit center. These simple buildings, the
working places of bakers, shopkeepers and merchants, stand
as icons to a significant part of the community's experience.
The five buildings were constructed during the period when
the town was rapidly becoming the largest city in the state.
These were boom times, fueled by the tobacco industry.
Economic development occurred at all levels; thus, at the
same time as the R.J. Reynolds Company was building its
skyscraper, economic vitality also manifested itself in the
development of these more typical storefronts.
The continued onward rush of the city's prosperity
eventually caused the demolition of much that was built in
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this early period, but these few buildings survive to tell of
that transition from a small boom town to a large city. Like
the Mingus Farm in Rowan County, the challenge here is to
not bias the presentation of local history by failing to
acknowledge the presence of these once common places
that constituted the majority of the Uving and working
places of the community. Appreciating this concern, the
local governing board ultimately removed the site from
consideration and selected a vacant lot for the construction
of the transit center.
The Edenton Peanut Mill
craftsmen, and the considerations for public health and
safety which are often packaged in the form of zoning
ordinances. Largely, however, it is the "cultural baggage" or
the concept of what is a suitable building that determines
what gets built and how. These decisions are made at the
most personal level. They are made by the farmer in the
fields of a new farmstead and small merchants on the
streets of a growing community, who are all seeking to
satisfy a variety of concerns and subliminal needs. The
study of vernacular buildings is truly multi-faceted, but its
primary concern is the study of local history and the forces
that influenced it.
In Edenton stands the five-story brick Peanut Mill,
constructed in 1909. With its office, engine room and
elevator tower, there is no mistaking this structure for
anything but a working place. Although its design speaks
clearly of its earlier function, in a broader context today,
the mill symbolizes the changing fortune of an activity that
once was pivotal to the community.
In its heyday, Edenton was the second largest
peanut market in the United States. In addition, this sturdy
industrial building depicts the strong agricultural tradition
of the region and the type of architecture it spawned. For
Edenton, which saw its star as the first colonial capital fade
and other ports on the coast take its trade, the peanut mill
operation is a vivid statement of the staying power and
adaptability of the community through time.
Interestingly, the town has survived long enough
that it can now capitalize on its historic character. The
peanut mill is neither the oldest nor the most styhsh
building in Edenton, but the Historic Preservation
Foundation of North CaroUna realized how important this
building was in the social and architectural history of the
town. The structure tangibly illustrates an important
chapter in the history of the community, and in order that
this history be remembered and properly understood, it had
to be saved. With local support, the Historic Preservation
Foundation is now working toward the mill's preservation
and adaptive reuse.
Understanding the Vernacular
In trying to understand the relationship between
the kind of people that inhabit a particular area and the
kind of physical environment they build, the answer must
be sought at the local level. The value of vernacular
architecture is that it draws its identity and its character
from the rich cultural diversity that conceived it. Thus,
each place is different and each forges its own special
identity over time.
The architectural development of a given place is
influenced by a variety of factors: the availabiUty of
different types of building materials, the skill level of the
Industrial buildings represent a tremendous investment of material and time
both during construction and subsequent operation. This investment results
in a lingering presence in the minds of the local population, even if lite
original use has ceased.
The significance of the vernacular structure rests on
the fact that at one time it was built as part of the cultural
mainstream of a given area. As such, it was not conceived as
a monument to posterity nor revered by those who built it.
No doubt there was great pride in the accomplishment, but
its function was most likely of greater concern. These were
good buildings, built the way good buildings should or could
be built.'* i
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When planners and preservationists give aesthetic
consideration the highest priority, the simpUcity reflected in
local design is often perceived as a Uabihty or shortcoming.
It is hazardous, however, to pass judgment on the value of a
building's contribution to a community's history based on
its appearance alone. As with the old country boy who
comes to the city, don't be fooled into thinking that
someone is a simpleton because he doesn't speak your
language. You don't speak his either. Similarly, a town
with simple architecture is not necessarily an
uncomphcated place.
The recent drive toward the homogenization of
architectural standards based on artistic criteria is a great
disservice and is as constricting as the earUer national
historic associative criteria. As vernacular studies are
showing, seemingly simple buildings are the product of
complex cultural, technological and environmental factors.
By identifying these buildings as unique products of their
own specific time and place, and by understanding the
social and historical forces that generated them, the true
identity of a commimity begins to emerge. The differences
become increasingly apparent between the university towns
of Durham and Chapel Hill, or the sand hills towns of
Goldsboro and Fayetteville. The differences are still
apparent between Winston and Salem, although they were
officially united in 1913.
Working with the Vernacular
Under the broadest definition of vernacular
architecture, little seems to be excluded. How then is this
resource to be realistically managed? Certainly everything
cannot be preserved, but something must be done to
prevent this type of cultural resource from being yet
another item irretrievably tossed onto the trash heap of
expendable fashion. There are things that need to be
done.
Learn
Know what is there before it is given up. Be
cautious about devaluating a building because it is "out of
style." Like most fashions, architectural style has a cychcal
,
movement. A new building, for example, will meet certain
functional and styUstic requirements at the time of its
construction. After about 30 years, its style may become
"dated," its mechanical systems obsolete and maintenance an
j increasingly important concern. The structure then enters its
' "death zone." During this period, additional investment must
j
be made or the building will eventually be demoUshed.
I
It is during this vulnerable period that the earUer
' contribution made by this building and its potential for
j
further contribution is often overlooked. This ignorance can
threaten a building's survival. If it can manage to survive.
however, there is usually a point when the building is once
again appreciated - like the wide tie or the mini-dress.
Previously, the magic number seemed to be 100 years old,
although it appears that 50 years is becoming the new
threshold.
Some communities which have not had the
economic power to replace their architecture every 30 years
now find themselves in possession of an exceptionally rich
cultural resource. Others must settle for wall murals on
fast food restaurants to remind them of their cultural
legacy. For some, no trace remains. The Survey and
Planning Branch of the Department of Archives and
History is currently attempting to inventory the architecture
of each county in North Carolina. This type of listing and
the concurrent research is essential if wise judgments are to
be made on how to manage vernacular resources.
Plan
If the resource is identified and recorded, informed
decisions can then be made on what it means to the
community and how best to accentuate it. The simplest thing
to do is to avoid doing anything that would encourage the
demoUtion or radical alteration of the building. It was not
long ago that under the banner of beautification and urban
renewal many useful and historic buildings were demolished.
This was a callous, short-sighted program that gave little
consideration to its long-term historical and cultural impact.
Quick-fix appearance solutions also often do more harm than
good. Besides being basically incompatible, the new
structures quickly become stylistically out-dated themselves.
The challenge for community leaders is to resist the tendency
developed by this disposable society to throw out and start
anew instead of retaining things of value long enough for
them to be appreciated again.
Positive programs have been developed by
municipalities throughout the state that foster historic
preservation on Main Street and in neighborhoods.
Enabling legislation permits the establishment of historic
districts and historic properties commissions to encourage
the protection of historic resources. Currently, some relief
from property taxes is authorized under this legislation.
Most recently, the contribution of agrarian and rural
landscapes to urban quality of life is being recognized. In
Forsyth County, for example, new economic incentives are
being created to compensate some farmers who are willing
to give up a development covenant on their land.
Conclusion
On reflection, it is not surprising that historic
preservation has now developed an interest in vernacular
architecture. The popularization of preservation has forced
a rethinking of the type of architecture worthy of
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Interest in vernacular architecture has grown with the "return to the city" movement. Entire neighborhoods ofvernacular homes, such as these bungalows, have
flourished under this appreciation ofcommon places.
preservation and the role it plays in the development of a
community's cultural identity. The trend over the years
has been away from the international, moving increasingly
toward a heightened interest in the local variations.
For the state of North Carolina, it is essential to
break out of the traditional mold when devising a
preservation strategy. It is the rich variety of vernacular
buildings that defines the state. There are now rapid
changes in the demographics and the landscape. In this
onward rush, some of the stepping stones should be saved
to remind North Carohnians that they differ from
Virginians and South Carohnians; that Charlotte is not a
transformed Atlanta or Columbia; and that in an age of
homogenization, strength of individual identity is still
obtainable at the local level via the built environment.
Vernacular architecture is a primary element in the
preservation of that local cultural identity.D
Footnotes
1. Presence of the Past by Charles B. Hosmer, Jr., published by G. P.
Putnam's Sons in 1965, provides an excellent history of the early
preservation movement in the United States.
2. The key piece of legislation is the Historic Preservation Act of 1966.
This act would be amended over time, but provides the basis of
environmental review, tax incentives and the National Register Program.
3. In 1980, the Vernacular Architectural Forum was organized to
encourage the study and preservation of all aspects of vernacular
architecture and landscape through interdisciplinary methods. The
organization's address is P.O. Box 283, Annapolis, MD 21401.
4. There is an increasing array of excellent literature on various aspects of
vernacular architecture. One of the better works published recently is
Common Places, edited by Dell Upton and John M. Vlach, University of
Georgia Press, 1986.
5. The Main Street Program was initially developed by the National Trust
for Historic Preservation, 1785 Massachusetts Avenue, NW, Washington,
D.C., 20036, and has generated excellent resource material from
successful projects across the country. North Carolina's program is
currently administered by the Division of Community Assistance in the
Department of Natural Resources and Community Development. To
date, 25 towns across the state have participated in the Main Street
program.
6. Historic districts are authorized under S.L.160-395 through 399,
commonly known as the Old Salem Act. Historic properties commissions
are authorized under the 1979 enactment of S.L.160A-399.1 through .13.
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